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Since the 1990s, research has been carried out worldwide into the relationship 
between ‘civil society’ (an organised, self-aware society) and the formation 
of democracy. Dutch historians have to date shown little interest in this field 
of research, although the case of the Netherlands is an interesting one, both 
historically and in terms of current affairs. This article makes a case for the 
relevance of Dutch history to the debate on civil society in relation to three 
points. Firstly, where civil society is a phenomenon of the eighteenth and 
above all the nineteenth centuries, the society of the Republic demonstrates 
that a corporatist order can show characteristics of a civil society. Secondly, 
the factor of religion can be an important element in the promotion of social 
commitment. Thirdly, Dutch history flags up a paradox: it seems that a highly 
developed, civil society can rather limit than promote the need for political 
democracy and the recognition of an independent political sphere.
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The religious history of the Netherlands during the last two centuries exhibits 
some of the same dynamics and tensions as those evidenced in neighbouring 
countries. This article selects from religious history three historiographical 
issues salient to transnational patterns. The first pertains to Dutch church-
state relations in the nineteenth century, most notably a relatively early 
disestablishment. The second theme concerns the so-called ‘pillarization’ 
(verzuiling) of Dutch society, and to what extent pillarization – to the extent 
it is a useful concept at all – can be regarded as a quintessentially ‘Dutch’ way 
to manage religious pluralism. The last theme focuses on secularization, a 
concept which historians have used to analyse the decline of organized religion 
in the Netherlands, particularly the sharp decline in religious participation and 
adherence after 1960. Religion, however, has remained an important focus of 
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